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ABSTRACT: 
 
Real estate markets in Chinese cities are in transition. Advertising for new developments in 
these markets often reflects changing city aspirations and branding rather than environmental 
and social experience. This paper investigates real estate marketing as a site of potential 
ethical transformation of values related to new urban development. It uses Kenneth Burke’s 
rhetorical analysis as an approach to coding real estate representations from in-flight 
magazine advertisements as a means of capturing environmental and social viewpoints in 
China during 2008 - 2009. Both Chinese and foreign participants coded representations into 
four code modalities. These were based on anthropocentric - non-anthropocentric 
environmental orientations and nationalistic - universal social orientations. The results 
suggested that new developments in China are more likely to be understood as based on 
environmental resource use for continued national economic expansion rather than for a more 
sustainable world. Emerging patterns in coded representations have opened up the possibility 
of greater social choices that were however difficult to unambiguously decode from Chinese 
real estate advertising. From this it is concluded that it may take some time before real estate 
demand shifts in response to representations of Chinese eco-cities being promoted by Chinese 
policy makers in the 2000s. 
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Introduction 
Commercial real estate markets have only evolved in China since the State 
Council announced the ‘Provisional Regulation on the Granting and Transferring of 
Land Rights over State-Owned Land in Cities and Towns’ in 1991 (Ding, 2003). In 
the past, the work unit (danwei) was responsible for the provision of housing and 
other social services. This system of subsidized housing allocation practiced since the 
1950s was abolished in 1998 (Jim and Chen, 2007). Housing reforms caused many 
work units to sell off their houses to employees (at subsidized prices) and a real estate 
market emerged. Many employees now have to find a house by themselves within a 
transitional real estate market among a very large pool of buyers (Cheng et al, 2006). 
Commercial housing investment was estimated to be over 80% of the total housing 
investment in Shanghai in 1998 (Zhang, 2000). More recently, local regulators have 
attempted various demand-side measures to control rising Chinese home prices but 
with little success (Urban Land Institute, 2011). Reforms in the finance system since 
the 1970s (Zhang, 2000) have greatly influenced how Chinese cities and towns have 
promoted demand for land development projects of hotels, villas, apartments and 
commercial floor space. Unfortunately, compared to economic reforms, 
environmental reforms since the 1980s have had far less impact on how cities and 
towns have been built in China. First hand experience as a foreign advisor to ten 
Chinese city government offices led to a perception that a wide distance still exists 
between Sinocentric and Eurocentric viewpoints regarding urban development 
matters. 
Marketing of commercial property in China differs somewhat from marketing 
of property in Australia, Europe or North America. For instance, Australian property 
developers in the Weekend Australian newspaper promote attributes such as the 
physical characteristics of a property; its wider positioning in relation to public 
transport, the central business district (CBD), local schools, shops and workplaces; 
and environmental features such as topography, green space, water views and 
psychological safety. The unique location of each parcel of property creates a 
multiplicity of property markets (McDonald, 1999). In contrast, Chinese developers 
have limited knowledge of local buyers’ preferences and preferred housing attributes, 
although they have become increasingly aware of buyers’ fondness for high quality 
living environments and well-designed green spaces with water bodies (Jim and 
Chen, 2007). Developers outside China since the 1960s have aimed to identify the 
salient drivers of housing choices, such as avoidance of overcrowding, natural 
hazards, ambient environmental conditions, stress in everyday life, access and 
orientation of urban form, security, privacy and residential satisfaction. Recently, 
attention has been drawn towards factors that make a location attractive to a person or 
family ‘on the move’, including low crime, high environmental quality, opportunities 
for good health and longevity, social tolerance, racial harmony, high usability of 
technology and accessible local amenities (McCann, 2004). Marketing of new zero-
carbon cities and towns in the West is an emerging field of interest. In China, this 
field seems to be coalescing around the concept of eco-cities, heavily promoted by 
Chinese governments (Larson, 2009; Yip, 2008). This begs the question of whether 
real estate advertisements have any influence on the demand-side response to low 
carbon policies in China. 
 
Real Estate Advertisements 
Appealing representations of urban locations in many competing cities are 
generally intended to build a branded place identity and reflect common values 
between places and potential residents, commuters and visitors. In Australia, online 
property advertisements by agencies such as LJ Hooker, Ray White and Harcourts 
often promote a desirable urban image in answering questions such as ‘what will it 
look like’ and ‘where will the kids go to school’. Some promote a better family life, a 
sense of community and healthy living. While the general purpose of Chinese real 
estate marketing may be similar, advertisements often depict ‘fantasy’ images of 
views and relations that do not yet exist. This is because of the nature of the land 
development process in China. In the conversion of rural land to higher density urban 
land uses, local governments are expected to pay standard compensation to acquire 
land from farmers. This process allows the government to gain control of the land 
while it remains in rural use (Wu, 2000). Local governments must pay compensation 
before the land can be developed but funds are often not available from the city 
budget so other means must be found to develop the land. To overcome the lack of 
funds, local governments can transfer property rights to major development 
corporations who may not pay the land premium to the municipalities but may instead 
transfer the property rights to smaller development companies. These companies can 
acquire loans from domestic financial institutions or form joint ventures with foreign 
investors. They can then pay the land premium to the development corporations who 
in turn pay it back to the local governments. This process of redefining property 
rights, rather than selling property ownership, requires significant promotional efforts 
so that local governments can begin land development without adding to their fiscal 
burden. In China, real estate marketing is not just a simple matter of urban image 
promotion for economic gain by investors or homebuyers. It drives the hard reality of 
changing the physical landscape of cities and towns through a complex web of 
political negotiations (Wu, 2000). The question asked then in this study is whether 
rhetorical representations of urban locations, real or imagined, can reflect emerging 
ethical views of environmental responsibility (high biodiversity, clean air, clean 
water, safe food supply) and social harmony (strong kinship, low crime, medical 
support, international standing) in China. It attempts to describe viewers’ rather than 
producers’ positioning in relation to these rhetorical representations using a social 
semiotic approach (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2005). 
More recent attention is being given to visual and textual representations of 
urban development in the social change literature. Some studies of real estate 
promotion have taken a narrative approach with respect to the story of a particular 
city (Boone, 1998; Paddison, 1993; Wu, 2000; Wu, 2010). Some take an empirical 
approach using survey and interview data to assess impacts of changing perceptions 
of a city (He and Wu, 2007; Suarez Carrasquillo, 2011). Other studies have focused 
on the content of real estate advertisements as textual data in characterising social 
issues emerging in ethnic minorities finding a house (Newburger, 1995), tolerance of 
social diversity in a city (Young et al, 2006), real estate agency behaviour in market 
dynamics (Pryce and Oates, 2008), rhetoric in buffering real estate market 
fluctuations (Robertson and Doig, 2010), socio-cultural differentiation through 
housing lifestyle choices (Kriese and Scholz 2011a) and sustainability drivers on the 
supply-side and demand-side of residential property (Kriese and Scholz 2011b). Of 
interest in this study is the possibility of real estate advertisements reflecting broad 
ethical worldviews in China, a country described by Lin Yutang (1936) as deeply 
conservative, at a time of dramatic social change, where Chinese residents and foreign 
visitors frequently find themselves on two sides of a deep East-West divide. 
Real estate promotion is a means of engineering a desire for particular types of 
urban environments in Chinese property buyers, direct foreign investors, domestic 
and foreign visitors to Chinese cities. Meanwhile, there has been much public debate 
on China Central Television (CCTV) and the China Daily newspaper regarding a 
perceived sense of loss of Chinese cultural identity in the face of continued 
westernisation of Chinese consumer lifestyles. In marketing urban environments, 
marketers view the city as two parallel entities: the ‘external city’ that can be viewed 
superficially in relation to signature architecture and memorable landmarks and the 
‘internal city’ of the mind that is associated with social inclusion, lifestyle and 
multicultural identity (Kavaratzis, 2004). Putting this another way, the ‘best places’ 
are formed by an intermixing of economic and extra-economic factors, where the 
latter are not monetised or entered into exchange including environmental and cultural 
meanings (McCann, 2004). The city therefore does not consist entirely of forms of 
socio-spatial organisation but a complex of symbols (Vanolo, 2008). Little research 
has as yet been found that tackles the symbolic nature of representing new urban 
places in China. Indeed analysis of visual discourse has received far less attention 
than interview and question/answer data in the social sciences. This study outlines a 
methodology that extends the use of Kenneth Burke’s concept of symbolic action and 
rhetorical analysis into the realm of real estate advertisements as motivated 
representations of aspirational environmental and social viewpoints in China. It 
explores a new method that is sensitive enough to identify early ideological changes 
in place promotion that may be confirmed in later years in wider media sources. 
 
Methodology 
Visual rhetoric is the study of the use of visual symbols to influence and 
manage meanings (Foss, 2005). American dramatist Kenneth Burke was one of the 
few theorists to devise a grammar to study rhetorical action and human motives. 
Burke (1969) asked the question ‘what is involved when we talk about what people 
are doing and why they are doing it?’ (p. xv). His point of departure was that people 
employ basic strategies in endless variations, consciously and unconsciously, to 
convince and cajole others. These strategies have a ‘you’ and ‘me’ quality about them 
in that one person addresses someone else, for some advantage. Burke referred to 
these strategies collectively as ‘rhetoric’ (Burke, 1969). Burke’s concept of symbolic 
or rhetorical action has been used to examine the persuasive power of speeches, art 
works (Foss, 1996), cartoons (Olson and Olson, 2004), corporate bureaucracy 
(Meisenbach et al, 2008), teaching performance (Juzwik, 2004), cybernetics 
(Pruchnic, 2006) and university advertisements (Kenney, 2005). 
Rhetoric is used to mean the actions we choose for communicating with one 
another (Foss, 1996). We use rhetoric to persuade others to change in some way. We 
may invite others to understand our perspective and enter our world, to see it as we 
do. We may use rhetoric as a means of self-discovery, in coming to a new position of 
self-knowledge. All these positions help us, to some extent, create a common world 
(Foss, 1996). Burke described rhetoric as the use of words by human agents to form 
attitudes or to induce actions in other human agents (Burke, 1969). In this respect he 
emphasised the importance of persuasion in language use, and the attendant 
understanding of language as not simply utterances from a speaker but as directed, 
purposefully or pre-reflectively, towards a certain reception. In order to do this, Burke 
argued, speakers must identify themselves with the opinions and values of their 
audience. An orator wishing to persuade an audience should not emphasise the gulf 
that separates their respective opinions. Instead, orators should try to match their 
views with the categories that are well valued by the audience (Billig, 1987). 
Rhetorical practice, if successful, then substantially reflects the values of its audience 
because the message, once completed, stands largely independent of its production 
(Kenney, 2005). To be successful then, real estate advertisements must reflect the 
values of their target audience. 
There are concerns about the environmental and social challenges of the rapid 
rate of urbanisation in China. In the current ‘decentralised command economy’, buyer 
preferences and state controls will increasingly interact to produce a diverse public 
discourse of place. This provides significant opportunities for practical and ethical 
transformations to take place in Chinese societies. Shanghai has already recognised 
place promotion as an important part of urban governance in line with other 
international cities, although its image as a booming international city has mostly 
been targeted at foreigners (Wu, 2000). Other ‘lower order’ Chinese cities are likely 
to follow this trend. Representations of Chinese urban development, particularly 
places to live or stay, have both social and environmental dimensions as they are now 
more commonly targeted at educated, wealthy and influential Chinese people. In an 
era of a growing urban middle class, it is likely that ethical views are also being 
transformed along with the places in which people now choose to live. Despite some 
limitations, real estate advertisements offer a qualitative source of data that is difficult 
to obtain elsewhere in China regarding social change and urbanisation. 
It is acknowledged that real estate representations are polysemous, sustaining 
multiple, although not infinite, readings simultaneously and polyvalent, producing 
multiple interpretations from a common understanding of symbols (Olson and Olson, 
2004). In this study, readings by a small group of seven viewers of in-flight 
advertisements in China, both foreigners and Chinese citizens, are examined to 
investigate potential clusters of positions around broad ethical viewpoints on 
environmental protection and social equity. Rhetorical and semiotic methods are 
combined to generate new insights into ethical positions that may be influencing the 
demand for different living environments in Chinese cities. 
 
Method 
Rhetorical analysis attempts to understand, appreciate and make informed 
judgments about how well rhetorical texts communicate and influence an audience. 
Analysts are encouraged to mix and match analytical tools and even develop new 
ones for analyzing texts (Kenney, 2005). This study uses Burke’s pentadic elements 
(act, agent, agency, scene, and purpose), in particular the consubstantiality of 
dominant elements (where particular elements stand out in relation to one another and 
ascribe their own meaning to and of the act) (Burke, 1969). Ratios of pentadic 
elements (scene-act, scene-agent, scene-agency etc) describe the environmental and 
social positioning of the viewer in real estate advertisements of in-flight magazines in 
China.  
 
Selection of Advertisements 
Sources of Chinese real estate promotion collected for analysis included junk 
mail advertisements, in-flight magazines, in-train magazines, professional design 
magazines and newspapers. A Chinese airline was selected as the material setting for 
the reading of real estate advertisements because of its particular target audience of 
relatively well-educated, wealthy and/or influential individuals who regularly travel 
across China. These individuals were considered to be the most likely social group to 
reflect the earliest emerging or changing ethical positions in relation to urban 
development. In-flight magazines also provided the most frequent and reliable source 
of real estate advertising collected in an eighteen-month period. Rhetorical coding of 
73 pages of real estate advertisements in five magazine issues was undertaken 
according to opportunistic sampling of in-flight magazines on domestic flights that 
were taken during the period May 2008 – December 2009. Magazines were sampled 
when the author or a colleague had the opportunity to fly with the airline. All real 
estate advertisements in each issue were coded. During this time, significant events 
such as the disastrous flooding across southern China (11 June 2007), the Sichuan 
earthquake (12 May 2008), Beijing Olympics (08 to 24 Aug 2008) and Shanghai 
World Expo (01 May to 31 Oct 2010) focused public attention on environmental and 
social challenges in China. The collected advertisements were understood as 
rhetorical artifacts, persuading the majority Chinese and minority foreign audience to 
invest in property or purchase accommodation somewhere in China. Each one had 
natural and cultural elements that helped to address questions of ‘what environmental 
viewpoint was taken’ and ‘who was being persuaded’ by the advertisement. 
 
Participants in Rhetorical Coding 
Generally, researchers with methodological expertise code data in rhetorical 
studies. For instance, Meisenbach et al (2008) developed protocols and analytical 
tools in applying the pentad to interview data from participants. In another study of 
visual data, the pentad was applied to freehand drawings from student participants 
(Lawson, 2010). In this study, however, six viewers were asked to code 73 
advertisements based on their own interpretations of each representation and 
compared to the author’s own interpretations. Their coding was compared to the 
author’s interpretations and the majority view of each representation was used to map 
clusters of rhetorical positions. The viewers formed a small snowball group acquired 
through acquaintances in Shanghai who were willing to spend several hours on an 
analytical task with minimal instruction. They comprised three foreigners who had 
lived for more than one year in China (two Australian and one British) and three 
Chinese citizens (from Shanghai, Hefei and Wuhan) who had lived for more than one 
year outside China. Half of the participant researchers were female and half were 
male. They were all working in the field of urban development, cultural industries 
and/or higher education, with an interest in property development and social issues in 
China. Collectively, they routinely travelled overseas and around China by air and 
were therefore a bilingual, well-educated and relatively wealthy target audience for 
in-flight place promotion.  
 
 Visual Rhetorical Analysis 
Firstly, the pentadic elements were identified in readings of the real estate 
advertisements according to their compositional features. Secondly, ratios of one 
element to another element were compared to identify dominant elements and ratios 
influencing the target audience. Thirdly, ambiguities were sought that pointed to 
potential ethical transformation as read by the participants. In order to explore this 
final objective, four environmental ethics positions related to egocentrism, 
homocentrism, biocentrism and ecocentrism (Table 1) and four global ethics positions 
related to nationalism, ethnocentrism, cosmopolitanism and universalism (Table 2) 
formed an integrated coding scheme (Figure 1). These positions were coded 
according to two scales. The first was based on indicative descriptions of the 
positioning of the viewer of the representations in relation to the environment (Table 
3) and the second was based on indicative descriptions of compositional elements 
appealing to the social positioning of the viewer (Table 4). Kress and van Leeuwen 
(2005) explained how a viewer may be positioned in relation to an image and how 
compositional elements can be used to persuade the viewer of a particular meaning. 
These scales were explained to participants in order for them to categorise the 
advertisements into sixteen ethical viewpoints (four environmental ethics x four social 
ethics positions). 
 
Results 
Pentadic Elements 
The pentad that fully expressed all the different perspectives and relations of 
interconnected elements in the advertisements was: the marketing of places, real or 
imagined (act) as produced by advertisers on behalf of development companies and 
viewed by airline passengers (agents) through reading image and text-based 
representations published in airline magazines (agency) of desirable urban locations at 
various scales (scene) in order to compete for direct investment, tourism revenues and 
affluent residents (purpose). 
 
Dominant Scene:Agency Ratio 
The power of the advertisements was in the visual impact of the magazine 
pages themselves (scene) and the means by which particular locations were 
interpreted as desirable (agency). While readers as targeted agents would be well 
aware of the promotional purpose behind these acts of marketing places, it was the 
diverse selection of acquirable locations of luxury, power and control (scene) that 
dominated and directed the reading (agency) by the viewer. The scenes presented in 
the selected representations were all variations of four fundamental layouts along the 
vertical axis (Figure 2). Images generally filled one third, a half or the full page, often 
making one feel powerful, welcome and celebrated. Text in Chinese and some 
English only rarely subordinated the images. Most of the representations were of 
semi-realistic locations, rather than abstract notions of luxury and power. The location 
scene then heavily influenced the reading agency. 
By comparison, the identity of agents such as development companies and 
other potential purchasers involved in the process of investment or tourism were de-
emphasised or remained ambiguous. This was in contrast with newspaper articles in 
China Daily about property markets that often presented a large pool of buyers and 
development companies in images and text. Agents then were not viewed as a 
dominant or influential element in the selected advertisements. Ratios of agent-scene 
and agent-agency were weak compared to the scene-agency ratio. Furthermore, what 
was to be done in response to the act of marketing in each advertisement was 
indicated by a small location map or phone number on the page. This information was 
ambiguously connected to the purpose of raising the revenue needed for site 
development and/or visitation. Thus the act-purpose ratio was important but 
secondary to attracting interest in the first place through the dominant scene-agency 
ratio. 
 
Compositional Elements of Scene and Agency 
Representations of development projects in eleven cities confirmed the 
dominance of coastal cities over inland cities, particularly Shanghai and Beijing 
followed by Hainan Island, Hangzhou, Suzhou and Ningbo in the Chinese real estate 
market (Table 5). Desirable urban locations were portrayed at various scales from city 
skylines to courtyard gardens. Villas were often depicted as nature loving or 
surrounded by natural elements. Apartments and commercial/mixed use developments 
were more commonly depicted as city-centred or surrounded by man-made elements. 
These compositional findings suggested emerging ethical views of environmental 
responsibility (ecocentrism to egocentrism) and cultural citizenship (nationalism to 
universalism) interpreted from the overall message of each real estate advertisement 
in the in-flight magazines of a Chinese airline. Compositional elements that 
exemplified the environmental ethical positions (Table 6) included: 
Ecocentrism – nature depicted by rocks or plants, close-up and intimate; 
Biocentrism – nature dominated a scene, within reach but without other people; 
Homocentrism – buildings dominated a scene, spaces to be enjoyed with others; 
Egocentrism – city depicted as a skyline or lit at night, impersonal and distant. 
This study attempted a comparison of coding by the author with six other 
participant researchers to gain a range of interpretations beyond that of a sole 
researcher. Other studies have aimed to optimize coding reliability by reviewing 
representations multiple times (Kriese and Scholz, 2011). With multiple researchers, 
there was a relatively high consistency rate of 73% (n=55) agreement of the author 
with the majority of other viewers coding the 73 real estate advertisements according 
to environmental ethics positions. This consistency rate fell to 62% (n=45) agreement 
when the advertisements were coded according to social ethics positions. In fact, there 
was far less consistency among all researchers in coding advertisements into 
nationalistic, ethnocentric, cosmopolitan and universal positions. This was most likely 
due to a lack of ‘common sense’ cues in identifying compositional elements that were 
relevant to these citizenship categories compared to the environmental positions. It 
was also possible that each individual’s bias towards or against stereotypical Chinese-
ness played a more significant role here. Compositional elements that exemplified the 
social ethical positions (Table 7) included: 
Nationalism – rich texture, warmer colours, intimate spaces, detached homes and city 
views at the top of the page; 
Ethnocentrism – colour red dominated, nature and living spaces combined; 
Cosmopolitanism – diverse compositions, no distinctive elements identified; 
Universalism – softer, cooler colours, vertical elements used symmetrically and 
asymmetrically. 
 
Potential Ethical Transformations 
The pentadic analysis pointed to a narrow rhetorical discourse of place 
promotion in real estate advertisements in China where the environmental scene and 
the viewing agency were the most influential elements. It called attention to the 
ambiguity of the agents in the development process and the diversity of acquirable 
locations in the real estate advertisements. Therefore the positioning of the viewer as 
an agent of change in the selection of desirable places was of considerable interest. 
Furthermore, the relations between the environmental and socio-cultural viewpoints 
reflected in the positioning of the viewer pointed to some evidence of clustering and 
de-clustering over time (Figure 3).  
Placement of a representation in a particular quadrant was based on the 
highest frequency of participant interpretations that coincided with each of the four 
code modalities. If four or more participants agreed on the positioning of an 
advertisement, it seemed reasonable that it reflected a set of values that most members 
of the target audience would read in the same way. Where participants placed a 
representation under different categorised positions, this suggested an ambiguity in 
how to read that advertisement and multiple interpretations were available.  
Comparisons of coded representations from the five magazine issues, 
aggregated from all participants, suggested a clustering of approximately half of the 
23 representations in the top – right quadrant in May 2008 (Figure 3a). The numbers 
of real estate advertisements declined from March to July 2009, possibly due to 
impacts of the global recession or anti-inflationary measures on property marketing at 
that time. In September and December 2009, real estate advertising improved again 
but the clustering in the top – right quadrant seemed to shift to the bottom-right 
quadrant (Figure 3d, 3e). Over half of the 17 representations were positioned here 
with 2 that were undecided by agreement of the author with the largest group of other 
viewers. Interestingly, there were very few advertisements shifting towards the 
ecocentric left quadrants suggesting that caring for the environment was not a strong 
message conveyed by real estate advertisements during this period. This pointed to a 
potential change in ethical views of cultural citizenship from a nationalistic to a 
cosmopolitan or universal viewpoint.  There was little evidence for an emerging 
change from an egocentric to an ecocentric viewpoint in association with a more 
global worldview as was expected. This is confirmed in the frequency of 
advertisements in each ethical position where an egocentric position was understood 
from 47% (n=34.33) of 73 representations compared to 2% (n=0.83) in the ecocentric 
category (Table 8). The frequency of advertisements from all issues in the 
nationalistic (24%), ethnocentric (19%), cosmopolitan (27%) and universal (30%) 
positions showed much less differentiation (Table 9). However, while the proportion 
of representations in the egocentric/homocentric position remained largely the same 
from the May 2008 issue to the December 2009 issue, the proportion of those 
conveying a nationalistic viewpoint shifted to a universal viewpoint.  
 
Discussion 
If the message of an advertisement is understood as standing independently of 
its production methods, then successful rhetorical practice may be considered to be a 
substantial reflection of the values of its audience (Kenney, 2005). One must question 
of course how well real estate advertisements communicate and influence their 
audiences to think or act in some particular way, as pointed out by Kriese and Scholz 
(2011b). Representations of development projects in large coastal cities over ‘lower 
order’ inland cities were expected to reflect purchasing aspirations of wealthy and 
mobile Chinese as well as foreign families from these cities. Villas, most commonly 
in Shanghai, were often depicted in close association with natural elements such 
lakes, mountains and vegetation. Apartments and commercial/mixed use 
developments, most commonly in Beijing, were more city-centred in association with 
buildings, city lights and business activities. Zhang and Zhao (2009) investigated the 
effectiveness of branding the city of Beijing during the Olympics 2008 by randomly 
surveying local residents, Chinese tourists and foreigners. They found that the 
rhetorical promotion of a ‘livable’ Beijing for ordinary citizens did not portray the 
reality of local residents’ feelings, experiences and expectations. The rhetoric did not 
mirror local values but attempted to create a foreign image for visitors who had 
limited knowledge of the city. A similar approach has been employed with Shanghai, 
promoted as a ‘booming international city’ rather than an inward-looking 
industrial/residential base (Wu, 2000). Unfortunately the effectiveness of visual 
rhetoric on revenue from real estate development gained by local governments and 
development companies is difficult to assess as it is a highly sensitive issue in China, 
unlike other types of promotion such as sales of alcoholic products and automobiles. 
The location scene heavily influenced how the representations were read. The 
identity of agents such as development companies and other potential purchasers 
involved in the process of housing investment in Chinese cities remained ambiguous. 
Most of the representations were of semi-realistic public views of locations, rather 
than abstract notions of luxury or private views of family lifestyles. This is in contrast 
to the Eurocentric depictions of cities with abundant leisure activities, social spaces 
and shared experiences of nature and landscapes (Kriese and Scholz 2011a). Further 
to this, much of the marketing materials excluded children, aging citizens and ethnic 
minorities, as others have shown in Europe, the USA and the UK (Kriese and Scholz, 
2011b, Newburger, 1995; Young et al, 2006). This seems inconsistent with Chinese 
social values and cultural identity as expressed in public debates in other media 
sources.  
There was little evidence of an emerging change from an egocentric to an 
ecocentric viewpoint in association with a more global worldview as might have been 
anticipated. Transformation of social and environmental values takes place over a 
long period of time. Kriese and Scholz (2011b) found a significant lag in the 
emergence of public environmental awareness in housing advertising in Switzerland. 
China has a long anthropocentric tradition of land use and the principle of 
sustainability promoted by the UN World Commission on Environment and 
Development (1987) also clearly reflected a strong anthropocentric view of 
development (Thompson, 1998). Since the late 1980s, China has been promoting 
policies to build ‘ecological settlements’ and more recently ‘eco-cities’ that conserve 
our global resources based on a zero-carbon footprint (Yip, 2008). Developments 
such as Dongtan Eco-City on Chongming Island (Williams, 2009), Huangbaiyu Eco-
City in Liaoning Province (Larson, 2009), Caofeidian Eco-City near Tangshan in 
Hebei Province (Sustainable Development Technology Foundation, 2010), and the 
Sino-Singaporean Eco-City near Tianjin (Watts, 2009) have promoted planning 
visions of environmental sustainability. The eco-city may yet become a representation 
ideograph that is a word or phrase that captures particular ideological positions, in this 
case, environmental ethical positions within the global sustainability controversy. 
Moore (1996) described an on-going transformation of social and scientific meaning 
associated with the cigarette as a representation ideograph in public documents. He 
argued that this transformation illustrated the power of rhetoric in the construction of 
how smoking changed from being acceptable, desirable and good for human health in 
the 1960s to ‘slow motion suicide’ in the late 1970s. It is possible however that in 
China, sustainability issues will not be reflected in housing advertising for some time 
to come. 
Instead, evidence in this study pointed to a potential change in ethical views of 
cultural citizenship from a nationalistic to a more cosmopolitan or universal 
viewpoint, although there was far less consistency among participant researchers in 
coding advertisements into the social harmony positions. Kriese and Scholz (2011a) 
found changes in Swiss real estate advertisements that pointed to unambiguous social 
class-based housing choices in the 1900s that disappeared and were replaced by more 
subtle cultural symbolism in lifestyle choices by the 1950s. It may then be too early in 
the transitional Chinese property markets for either Chinese or foreign participant 
researchers to unambiguously decode symbolic real estate choices that would 
distinguish clear socio-cultural positions. However some subtle suggestions of strong 
kinship, low crime, medical support, and international standing, as part of a ‘better 
city better life’ (motto of the Shanghai World Expo 2010), were identified as 
appealing ethical positions for a globalising Chinese-based audience. Desirability was 
generally characterized as a clean environment (clear sky, clean water), solitude 
(absence of others), accessible leisure activities (golf, boating) and mobility (upward 
in terms of status and wealth). The 2008-2009 real estate advertisements promoted 
other features indirectly such as security as an absence of a ‘gatekeeper’ instead of 
‘eyes everywhere’ and exclusiveness as high usability of technology. It was perhaps 
these aspects that were interpreted as cosmopolitan or universal values by viewers. 
Young et al (2006) explored ‘imagined’ cosmopolitanism in place marketing in 
Manchester England. Despite a broad sense of cosmopolitanism as ‘experiencing 
other cultures, being able to accept and enjoy the way other cultures live their lives’, 
British real estate agents did not use this in selling properties. Instead sophisticated 
‘cosmopolitan’ lifestyles, or so-called ‘imagined’ cosmopolitanism, were depicted, as 
in the Chinese advertisements.  
Appealing to the values of wealthier citizens in in-flight real estate 
advertisements provided insights into broader social and environmental viewpoints. 
The real estate market is primarily aimed at rich families, corporations and state-based 
work units (Zhang, 2000). Unfortunately, evaluating an actual persuasive effect on 
this large target audience was not possible in this study. To overcome this limitation, 
a group of empirical viewers acted then as recipients of the environmental and social 
messages in the selected real estate advertisements. Multiple viewers coding a 
representation in the same way suggested a close fit between the representation and 
the assigned values of an intended audience. Divergent readings and interpretations 
suggested an ambiguity in how a representation addressed the likely environmental 
and social values of its viewing audience. According to Burke (1969), these areas of 
ambiguity regarding motives offer opportunities for transformations to take place. 
This opens up rhetorical representations to the possibility of greater choice in 
symbolic meaning. For instance, an increasing use of blue/green elements rather than 
red/gold elements may suggest stronger environmental values to some viewers but 
stronger economic values to others. The debate over sustainable land development, as 
with smoking, may involve representations of property as expressions of individual 
liberty by some interest groups and global survival by others.  
 
Conclusion 
This paper aimed to investigate Chinese real estate promotion as a site of 
potential ethical transformation in values surrounding urban development. It outlined 
a methodology that extended the use of Kenneth Burke’s concept of symbolic action 
and rhetorical analysis  (Burke, 1969) into the realm of real estate advertisements as 
persuasive representations of aspirational environmental and social viewpoints in 
China. This approach sought to reveal how Chinese and foreign readers of in-flight 
magazines interpreted real estate advertisements according to different ethical 
modalities. As significant environmental and social events occurred in China from 
2008 to 2010, it was possible that visual representations of model urban developments 
would reveal an ethical shift in values. 
Findings from this work showed that developments in coastal areas, 
particularly Shanghai, Beijing and Hainan Island, dominated real estate 
advertisements at this time. Commercial/mixed use development were the most 
common, followed by villa developments and then apartment projects. In May 2008, 
the most frequent message understood by readers involved urban developments that 
used environmental resources for continued national economic expansion (top – right 
quadrant). By December 2009, this pattern had changed to a loose concentration of 
urban developments that used environmental resources for cosmopolitan or universal 
lifestyle choices (bottom – right quadrant). This evidence pointed to a potential 
transformation of social viewpoints, rather than environmental viewpoints, that may 
be emerging in transitional real estate markets in the next decade in China. 
This paper has introduced an alternative approach to understanding the 
demand for Chinese real estate through the symbolic nature of new urban places in 
China. It has provided tentative insights into the persuasive qualities of real estate 
advertisements as reflections of Chinese and foreign ethical positions regarding new 
urban developments. It predicts a potential change towards a more diverse set of 
anthropocentric national and universal values in real estate investment in Chinese 
cities but it may take some time before real estate demand shifts in response to 
representations of Chinese eco-cities being promoted by Chinese policy makers in the 
2000s. 
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Viewers are part of a national culture. 
Viewers have a stronger affinity towards to 
compatriots than to foreigners. 
Views glorify one’s own or a foreign culture 
that can serve as an example. 
 
Nature is seen as an integrated system of living 
and nonliving things. 
Viewers are an equal part of nature. 
Viewers have a duty to the whole environment. 
 
Viewers are part of a national culture. 
Viewers have a stronger affinity towards to 
compatriots than to foreigners. 
Views glorify one’s own or a foreign culture 
that can serve as an example. 
 
Nature is seen as a resource to be exploited for 
human benefit. 
Viewers are owners or stewards of nature. 
Viewers have a duty to provide the greatest 
good for the greatest number of humans. 
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Viewers share cross-border citizenship values. 
Everyone has an impartial duty to do the fairest 
thing he or she can. 
Global society is being unified. 
Objective ethical standards apply to all humans. 
 
Nature is seen as an integrated system of living 
and nonliving things. 
Viewers are an equal part of nature. 
Viewers have a duty to the whole environment. 
 
 
Viewers share cross-border citizenship values. 
Everyone has an impartial duty to do the fairest 
thing he or she can. 
Global society is being unified. 
Objective ethical standards apply to all humans. 
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human benefit. 
Viewers are owners or stewards of nature. 
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good for the greatest number of humans. 
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Figure 1: A rhetorical code based on summarized environmental and social ethical positions. 
 
  
 (a) (b) (c) (d) 
    
 
Figure 2: Four fundamental layouts along the vertical axis of the sampled advertisements (a) 
and (b) show the emotive appeal of the image at the top of the page; (c) presents the central 
image as the nucleus of information; and (d) gives greater emphasis to the power of text over 
image. 
 
 
 
  
  
  
 
Figure 3: Cluster patterns of real estate advertisements (a) May 2008 n =23 (b) March 2009 n 
= 9 (c) July 2009 n = 8 (d) September 2009 n = 16 (e) December 2009 n = 17.  
Table 1: A typology of theories within environmental ethics (Thompson, 1998).  
 
 
Non-Anthropocentric Theories 
= place all living things and, in some theories, 
nonliving things like rocks and mountains at the 
centre of the moral universe; all have intrinsic 
moral value and therefore humans have duties 
towards them. 
 
Anthropocentric Theories 
= place humans at the centre of the moral 
universe; they are not only the moral agents in the 
world, they are the only creatures with moral 
interests or intrinsic worth; the rest of nature has 
no such interests and only has worth in meeting 
the interests of the human species. 
 
 
Ecocentrism 
 
 
Biocentrism 
 
Homocentrism 
 
 
Egocentrism 
 
 
Ecosystems and/or the 
biosphere have moral 
standing; humans have a 
duty to the whole 
environment. 
 
Moral value is centred on 
the larger ecosystem 
rather than individual life 
forms that comprise it. 
 
 
 
Aldo Leopold  (1949)  
J. Baird Callicott  
 
Members of the biotic 
community, plants and 
animals, have moral 
standing. 
 
Human beings are not just 
a part of nature but are an 
equal part of nature, even 
a blight or disease on the 
planet. 
 
 
 
Albert Schweitzer (1961)  
Peter Singer 
Tom Regan 
Paul Taylor 
 
 
 
Stewardship of nature is 
necessary only to provide 
the greatest good for the 
greatest number of 
humans (use and 
enjoyment). 
 
Science and technology 
can liberate humanity 
from the tyrannies of 
nature. 
 
 
John Stuart Mill (1859)  
Jeremy Bentham 
Barry Commoner 
Murray Bookchin (1982, 
1989) 
 
 
Nature is seen as a 
resource to be exploited 
for human benefit. 
 
Self-interest; free 
markets; ‘laissez-faire’ 
liberalism; mutually 
agreed coercion when 
competitiveness leads to 
an exploitative economy. 
 
 
 
Thomas Hobbs 
John Locke 
Adam Smith 
Thomas Malthus 
Garret Hardin (1968)  
 
 
 
 
Table 2: A typology of theories within global ethics (Banks, 2008). 
 
 
Partiality Theories 
= advocate loyalty to one’s spouse, family and the 
state, which is sovereign, territorial and claims a 
monopoly on legitimate power and justice within 
its own territory. 
 
 
Impartiality Theories 
=  advocate justice for all people equally, 
regardless of one's relation to them, one’s bias, 
prejudice, preference for benefiting one person or 
one state over another. 
 
Nationalism 
 
Ethnocentrism 
 
Cosmopolitanism 
 
Universalism 
 
 
One's nation is of primary 
importance and the 
'people' must be 
autonomous, united and 
express a single national 
culture. 
 
People are bound to 
establishing or protecting 
a homeland (usually an 
autonomous state) for a 
specific ethnic group. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Napoleon Bonaparte 
Johann Gottfried von 
Herder (1773) 
Nelson Mandela 
 
 
People have more 
important duties to family 
members, friends and 
compatriots than to 
strangers and foreigners  
 
One's ethnic or cultural 
group is centrally 
important and that all 
other groups are measured 
in relation to one's own; 
or one may promote or 
glorify foreign nations 
that they believe can serve 
as an example for their 
own nation. 
 
 
William Sumner (1906)  
Judith Butler 
 
Members across borders 
have shared citizenship, 
moral values, economic 
relations or political 
affiliations based on 
mutual respect. 
 
Everyone has an impartial 
duty to do the most good 
he or she can, without 
preference for any one 
human being over 
another. 
 
 
 
 
 
William Godwin (1793)  
Emmanuel Levinas 
Kwame Anthony Appiah 
Nhat Hahn 
 
 
Humanity is one single 
race and that the age has 
come for its unification in 
a global society. 
 
Objective ethical 
standards apply to all 
humans regardless of 
culture, race, gender, 
religion, nationality or 
other distinguishing 
features. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Baha'u'llah (1862)  
Noam Chomsky 
 
 
  
 
Table 3: Relative scale of environmental ethical viewpoints.  
 
INDICATOR 
 
Ecocentrism  
 
 
Biocentrism  
 
Homocentrism  
 
Egocentrism  
 
COMMUNICATING 
THE POSITION OF 
VIEWER IN 
RELATION TO THE 
ENVIRONMENT. 
 
Horizontal or 
worm’s eye view, 
lack of gaze offers 
information, 
intimate or personal 
view of nature 
 
Nature dominates, 
human elements are 
subordinated, 
middle distance, 
within reach of 
nature but without 
others  
 
 
Human elements 
dominate, nature 
subordinated, 
middle distance, 
able to enjoy nature 
with others 
 
Vertical or bird’s 
eye view, gaze may 
demand social 
relations, out-of-
reach or impersonal 
view of nature 
 
 
 
Table 4: Relative scale of social ethical viewpoints. 
 
INDICATOR 
 
Nationalism 
 
Ethnocentrism 
 
Cosmopolitanism 
 
Universalism 
 
 
USING THE 
COMPOSITIONAL 
ELEMENTS TO 
APPEAL TO THE 
VIEWER. 
 
 
Reading path tends 
to be from top to 
bottom, rich 
textured warm 
colours 
 
Symmetrical, more 
likely to be 
polarized to left and 
right, top to bottom 
 
Asymmetrical, more 
likely to be centred 
in circular or 
triptych format 
 
Reading path tends 
to be from left to 
right, then top to 
bottom, soft clean 
cool colours 
 
 
 
  
 
Table 5: Locations and development types represented in the sampled advertisements. 
 
City/Town 
 
 
Number of 
Advertisements 
 
 
Villas 
 
Apartments 
 
Commercial 
Mixed Use 
     
Shanghai 29 12 9 8 
Beijing 19 3 1 15 
Hainan Island 9 1 4 4 
Hangzhou (Zhejiang) 5 3 1 1 
Suzhou (Jiangsu) 3 2 - 1 
Ningbo (Zhejiang) 3 - - 3 
Wenzhou (Zhejiang) 1 - - 1 
Hong Kong 1 - - 1 
Huangshan (Anhui) 1 1 - - 
Jiu Jiang (Jiangxi) 1 1 - - 
Tai Yuan (Shanxi) 1 - - 1 
     
 
  
Table 6: Advertisements scored most frequently by participants (ntotal=7) in environmental 
ethics positions.  
 
 
Non-Anthropocentric Theories 
= place all living things and, in some theories, 
nonliving things like rocks and mountains at the 
centre of the moral universe; all have intrinsic moral 
value and therefore humans have duties towards 
them. 
 
Anthropocentric Theories 
= place humans at the centre of the moral universe; 
they are not only the moral agents in the world, they 
are the only creatures with moral interests or intrinsic 
worth; the rest of nature has no such interests and 
only has worth in meeting the interests of the human 
species. 
 
 
Ecocentrism 
 
 
Biocentrism 
 
Homocentrism 
 
Egocentrism 
 
 
 n=3 
 
 n=3 
 
 
 
 n=6 
 
 n=6 
 
 
 n=6                n=6 
 
n=6 
 
 
 
 n=7                 n=7 
 
 n=7                 n=7 
 
 
 
Table 7: Advertisements scored most frequently by participants (ntotal=7) in global ethics 
positions. 
 
 
Partiality Theories 
= advocate loyalty to one’s spouse, family and 
the state, which is sovereign, territorial and 
claims a monopoly on legitimate power and 
justice within its own territory. 
 
 
Impartiality Theories 
=  advocate justice for all people equally, regardless 
of one's relation to them, one’s bias, prejudice, 
preference for benefiting one person or one state 
over another. 
 
Nationalism 
 
Ethnocentrism 
 
Cosmopolitanism 
 
Universalism 
 
 
 n= 5 
n=4 
 n=4 
 
 
 n=4                    n=4 
 
 n=4                  n=4 
 
 
 
 n=4                 n=4 
 
 n=4                 n=4 
 
 n=4                 n=4 
 
 n=4                 n=4 
 
 
  n=4                 n=4 
   
 n=4                 n=4 
 
 n=4                n=4 
 
 
  
 
Table 8: Environmental ethical viewpoints from advertisements (ntotal=73)* of in-flight 
magazines from May 2008 to Dec 2009.  
 
Magazine Issue 
 
Ecocentrism 
 
 
Biocentrism 
 
Homocentrism 
 
Egocentrism 
May 2008 
(n=23) 
0.5 
(2%) 
6 
(26%) 
8 
(35%) 
8.5 
(37%) 
Mar 2009 
(n=9) 
0 
(0%) 
1.33 
(15%) 
4.33 
(48%) 
3.33 
(37%) 
Jul 2009 
(n=8) 
0 
(0%) 
0.5 
(6%) 
2 
(25%) 
5.5 
(69%) 
Sep 2009 
(n=16) 
0 
(0%) 
2.33 
(15%) 
5.33 
(33%) 
8.33 
(52%) 
Dec 2009 
(n=17) 
0.33 
(2%) 
3.99 
(23%) 
4 
(24%) 
8.66 
(51%) 
All issues 0.83 14.17 23.67 34.33 
Frequency 2% 19% 32% 47% 
 
 
Table 9: Social ethical viewpoints from advertisements (ntotal=73)* in in-flight magazines 
from May 2008 to Dec 2009. 
 
Magazine Issue 
 
Nationalism 
 
Ethnocentrism 
 
Cosmopolitanism 
 
Universalism 
 
May 2008 
(n=23) 
9.75 
(42%) 
5.67 
(25%) 
4.67 
(20%) 
2.99 
(13%) 
Mar 2009 
(n=9) 
1 
(11%) 
0.33 
(4%) 
5.83 
(65%) 
1.83 
(20%) 
Jul 2009 
(n=8) 
2.16 
(27%) 
2.16 
(27%) 
0.33 
(4%) 
3.33 
(42%) 
Sep 2009 
(n=16) 
3.16 
(20%) 
1.16 
(7%) 
6.33 
(40%) 
5.33 
(33%) 
Dec 2009 
(n=17) 
1.66 
(10% 
3.83 
(23%) 
2.83 
(17%) 
8.5 
(50%) 
All issues 17.83 12.99 19.99 22.16 
Frequency 24% 19% 27% 30% 
 
* A score of 1 was given for each representation where 4 or more participants categorised it 
in one position. A score of 0.5 was given where 3 participants categorised a representation in 
2 positions. A score of 0.333 was given where 2 participants categorised a representation in 3 
positions. 
  
